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Abstract: Elimination of the gender gap in labour force participation has become one of the main
challenges of achieving the U.N.’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development. The rapid increase in university education and decrease in fertility rate
in Iran over the past decades might affect the achievement of the SDGs. However, the country’s
female labour force participation (FLFP) rate stagnates at a superficial level. The stagnating FLFP
rate is inconsistent with basic labour economics supply-side explanations while drawing attention
to demand-side explanations, namely, female labour demand constraints, such as occupational
segregation and labour market discrimination. This study empirically investigates the effect on FLFP
of primary labour supply factors along with household conditions and gender norms and attitudes
for 2 specific years: 2008 and 2018. The aim is to shed light on the causes of stagnation at the FLFP
level by using the Household Expenditure and Income Survey conducted annually by the Statistical
Center of Iran. The empirical findings suggest gender norms and attitudes towards working women
and gendered division of work associated with family care as the driving forces of stagnation in FLFP
in Iran.

Keywords: female labour force participation; Iran; gender norms; care work; sustainable develop-
ment goals

1. Introduction

Women’s economic empowerment and gender equality are among the main pillars
of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) launched by the United Nations (U.N.) in the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development [1]. Women are considered a critical agent in
eliminating poverty and having sustainable economic growth (SDG 1 and 8). Excluding
them from social and economic activities causes problems for the following generations
and the economy.

As anticipated by the third and fourth SDGs, which refer to healthy lives and equal
opportunity in education, respectively, the rapid decline in fertility rates and the substantial
expansion in female education were expected to boost female labour force participation
(FLFP). However, FLFP levels and trends in some countries are seen to behave rather more
diversely. Studies on female labour force participation levels and trends in developing
countries are not homogenous. They found that while the FLFP rates are rising in Latin
America, they are decreasing or stagnating in South Asia and only modestly improving in
the Middle East [2,3]. These barriers are manifested by society’s gender norm and noneco-
nomic attitudes towards education and working women, gender division in household
work, and inconsistency of women’s education with the needs of the labour market.

This study traces the key determinants of FLFP through these barriers in the last
decade to examine what factors limit SDGs’ achievement.

Whereas the paper’s framework would apply to many developing countries in the
Middle East and North Africa, the study uses Iran’s labour market as its focus. Women in
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these countries are trying to overcome political and social limitations. At the same time,
different historical trajectories, cultural practices, and social fabrics are often unique to
a country.

Over the past decades, Iran has gone through various social and cultural transforma-
tions. Many fundamental societal changes have taken place over the decade. There has
been a significant increase in female education, an increase in the average age of marriage,
an increase in the frequency of divorce [4], a rapid decrease in fertility rate, a reduction in
average household size, freedom in choosing their spouse, and the possibility for women
to file for divorce, which are a robust set of factors that have increased the participation of
women in the political arena [5] (p. 594). These advances have been perused to open up
opportunities for their entry into employment in educational fields.

According to the results of the World Values Survey in Iran, although a large share
of respondents think that men make better political leaders and business executives than
women, there is a significant decrease in the percentage of respondents who agree with
these statements (from 78% in 2005 to 59% in 2017). The share of respondents agreeing that
men make better business executives than women declined from 78.1% in 2005 to 49.5%
in 2017. In addition, the share of respondents who agree to prioritise men when jobs are
limited decreased from 83% to 69.6% [6,7]. Disaggregation of the respondents by sex shows
that the proportion of women agreeing with these statements is lower than men by around
10% for all three statements. Additionally, the proportion of women respondents below
age 29 who agree with these statements is much lower than older female respondents who
agree with the above statements.

The disaggregation of the respondents by sex and level of education provides evidence
that the stigma associated with being a working woman decreases as education levels
increase for both sexes. The decline in the proportion of female respondents who agree
with these male chauvinist statements over these 12 years has been twice as large as that of
male respondents. At the same time, the share of respondents who agree that university
education is more important for boys than girls decreased by almost 10% (from 55.4% to
46%). All these shreds of evidence indicate the vast shifts from historical rigid social norms,
and the gender gap in unpaid and care work is narrowing.

The study of the determinants of female participation undertaken in this article for
Iran points to the plight of Iranian women who suffer the most under the country’s
current economic and political conditions. They are affected far worse than men by
the consequences of political disputes, such as economic sanctions [8,9] and economic
fluctuations, due to their disadvantageous position in society.

While the national literature has emphasised some factors, such as age, education,
marital status, and the number of children, as limiting FLFP in Iran, we argue that gender
norms and attitudes towards working women and gender division of family care tasks,
while changing, are still the principal forces suppressing the rise in the FLFP level in Iran.
Another noticeable gap in the empirical literature on FLFP in Iran is that most studies are
based on cross-sectional variation rather than changes over time. From this standpoint,
this study empirically investigates the effect on FLFP of basic labour supply factors along
with household conditions and gender norms and attitudes for 2 specific years: 2008 and
2018. The aim is to shed light on the causes of Iran’s relatively low FLFP level by using the
country’s Household Expenditure and Income Survey data covering a decade. The paper
is organised as follows: The following section presents the theoretical framework and a
review of the relevant literature. The third section provides a brief historical background
pertinent to the female labour involvement in Iran. Data and the model of the empirical
study are provided in the fourth section. Section 5 introduces the empirical findings. In the
last section, the results are discussed, and possible entry points are suggested for achieving
the SDGs as related to the full participation of women in the life of society in Iran by
tackling the stagnating level of the FLFP.
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2. Theoretical Framework and Related Literature

The predominant classical economic model that analyses the female labour force par-
ticipation decision, Becker’s time allocation model [10], explains how rational individuals
(man or woman) allocate their time between leisure and working outside the household to
maximise their satisfaction. The model also describes how they allocate their “leisure time”
within the household (for example, doing house chores, caring for their children). The
model stresses the impact of age, female education, husband’s income, other household
income, marital status, and the number of children on FLFP [11–14]. According to the
model, the difference between the education levels of women and men is associated with
their labour market productivity, and their different tastes for market and home production
shape their participation decision. Women’s lower level of education constrains their labour
market return; besides, they tend to have a stronger preference for home production than
men. Thus, they decide not to join the labour force or even devote some hours when the
family income (husband’s wage income or other household income) is not enough to cover
the household expenditures. An increase in female education increases their qualifications
for the labour market and, thus, labour market returns, leading to a rise in FLFP.

Marriage and the presence of children increase the demand for home production. An
increase in the husband’s income or other household income tends to lower the participa-
tion of women in the labour market since they specialise in home production more than
market production. Spending more time on home production limits the time devoted to
market production, thus reducing female labour force participation.

In this model, the characteristics of a woman, such as age, marital status, number of
children, household income other than wage income, and policies that influence the relative
returns to market and home production (such as labour taxation or childcare provision),
are the determinants influencing the participation decision. However, the model has
one deficiency: it leaves out gender norms and attitudes as factors affecting (limiting) a
woman’s individual participation decisions.

Previous studies emphasised the supply-side explanation of FLFP in the MENA region.
In examining the validity of the determinants of the time allocation model over time in
MENA, extensive literature explains the low level of FLFP by controlling for educational
level, marital status, age, and rural/urban differences [15–17]. Their findings emphasised
that less educated married women living in rural areas have limited participation in the
labour market. Another essential common factor that is wildly discussed in the studies
related to MENA countries is the conservative gender norms in the region. Although
some studies examined that the Islamic culture is attributed to low FLFP in MENA [18–20],
the significant differences in the rates of female participation observed across the Islamic
world, from Yemen to Malaysia, show their discussion’s failure. Traditional norms and
patriarchal culture seem to have more impact than Islam in lowering FLFP [21–24]. They
argue that most of the variations in FLFP can be explained by a set of norms that emphasise
the importance of the family and the domestic sphere in women’s lives.

Although the earlier empirical studies on the Iranian labour market are limited and
widely focused on macro level determinants of FLFP, female unemployment in particu-
lar [25,26], they do shed light on the effect of fertility and female education levels on FLFP
and employment. More recent empirical studies on female labour force participation deter-
minants that rely on microdata provide evidence that supports Becker’s time allocation
model. They suggest female education, age, marriage, and the presence, number, and age
of children as the main determinants of Iranian women’s participation decision [26–30].
However, these later studies also go beyond the time allocation model and draw attention
to the gender division of labour within the household. They argue that gender division
of labour in the household increases the labour supply cost of women compared with
men [28,31]. As a result, women tend not to participate in the labour force unless the labour
market return is higher than the care cost [32,33]. Additionally, they argue that household
members sharing home production also positively affect women’s participation in the
labour force [34].
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Other than those mentioned above, there are also studies providing demand-side
explanations. They mention the place of residence [25,28] and the Iranian economy’s
dependence on oil exports [35] as female labour demand constraints suppress FLFP rates.
They argue that the oil-dependent economy of Iran is a factor that constrains women’s
employment: it reduces female labour demand by crowding out female-intensive trades
or sectors, leading to lower female participation as a result. These studies also argue that
oil dependency decreases women’s bargaining position by influencing family income and
restricts women’s labour market involvement [2,33,35]. The other demand constraint that
they suggest is the added worker effect. During economic crises, a decrease in household
income due to men’s job losses necessitates an increase in women’s involvement in the
labour force [30,36].

Occupational gender segregation is another demand-side explanation suggested by
these studies. They argue that high occupational segregation by gender affects FLFP
negatively by influencing women’s education choices, status, and income. Occupational
gender segregation divides occupations as female and male occupations in conjunction
with the gender wage gap, diminishes women’s labour market prospects, and further
enhances the crowding-out effect [28,30].

The literature on gender and social change in Iran stresses that, besides the basic
labour supply factors, gender norms and attitudes towards women in society are rather
important factors shaping women’s labour force participation decision [34,37].

All of the above reviewed empirical studies on determinants of FLFP in Iran shed
light on some factors affecting female labour force participation. However, they do not
offer any insight into the impact of gender norms, attitudes towards working women,
and persistent traditional gender roles besides classical determinants of FLFP. Changing
attitudes towards women’s position in the family and society after the Islamic Revolution
started moderately after the Iran–Iraq War. After 2008, plenty of women’s movements
have increased the awareness of many Iranians about discrimination in marriage, divorce,
custody, inheritance law, and economic and political rights. As a result, Iranian society
went through enormous cultural, social, economic, and political changes between these
2 years. Thus, this paper aims to capture the impact of these changes by investigating and
comparing the determinants of FLFP in Iran in 2008 and 2018.

Before going further, it will be helpful to provide a brief historical background relevant
to female labour market involvement in Iran and an assessment of the position of Iranian
women in the labour market.

3. The Position of Women in the Labour Market in Contemporary Iran

In the 1960s and 1970s (i.e., before the Islamic Revolution), Iran entered into the
global economy and new local industries. This situation is accompanied by Pahlavi’s
“White Revolution” (introducing a significant change in the Family Protection Law and
providing welfare and educational services for women and modernising Iran). As a result
of these changes, there was an expansion of employment opportunities for women. At
this time, Iran was entering into the global economy, and there was an emergence in
the country of new local industries that accompanied Pahlavi’s “White Revolution.” The
modernisation of Iran brought with it a significant change in the Family Protection Law,
which provided welfare and educational services for women. Although the formal sector
was male dominated, the “White Revolution” opened new women’s employment doors.
More educated women were finding employment opportunities in the education and health
sectors. Less educated women benefited from job opportunities in traditional craftwork as
rug and handicraft makers in rural areas or as sellers in urban areas. The majority of rural
women continued as unpaid family workers in family farms or rug-making businesses. By
the mid-1970s, the FLFP rate had reached 12% from 9.5% in 1956 [37].

Since the Islamic Revolution in 1979, the role of women in public places and the
pattern of their economic activities have constituted an issue of major concern to politicians.
Division of labour and the relationship between men and women continue to be legally
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determined by the Iranian Civil Code based on Sharia Law, which puts women in an
unfavourable dependent position. Men have privileges in the labour market, and economic
activities are men’s prerogative. In other words, by law, men have authority over women
in both the public and private spheres of life because they are heads of the household and
the sole breadwinners for the family.

Although there were not that many employment opportunities available for women
even before the revolution, the Islamisation policies that emphasised the traditional gender
role of women as wives and mothers and compelled them to wear a veil in the pub-
lic workplace forced a large group of elite and middle-class women into leaving their
jobs [38]. Simultaneously, lower-income women lost their jobs because of the deceleration
of economic growth.

Although Islamisation policies harm women’s labour market involvement, sex seg-
regation in schools because of Islamisation of the education system increases access to
education for women. Sex-segregated schools also increased the number of women in
the public sphere as teachers and students by creating an acceptable environment for the
conservative culture [39].

Education Reform, Family Planning, and FLFP

Following the 1978 revolution, education for women was strongly advocated by Iran’s
leaders. The country took deliberate steps towards achieving the fourth goal of sustainable
development to close the gender gap in education. The adult female literacy rate increased
from 56.2% in 1990 to 80.8% in 2018. The increase in rural areas, from 1.2% to 72.8%, is even
more striking. A rise in women’s literacy rate was not the only improvement in female
education. In 1990, women made up 30% of university graduates, and this ratio increased
to more than 50% in 2018 (SCI, 2018).

The Iranian national family planning programs between 1986 and 2000 caused a 64%
decline in the total fertility rate from 6.42% to 1.72%. This effective family planning program
allowed Iran to achieve several targets within SDG3, such as infant and U5 mortality rate,
maternal mortality ratio, safe delivery, and protecting the health and nutrition of children.
As a result, Iran could close the education gap and save the lives of countless women
and children.

However, despite the improvement in health indicators and literacy skills or qualifica-
tions, such as a high school or university diploma, women’s progress in gaining access to
the labour market has been slow. The FLFP rate increased from 10.1% in 1990 to just 16%
in 2018.

Higher education has helped women liberate themselves from family and society
restrictions and increased their bargaining power in marriage and the marriage market [30].
Nevertheless, it has not served women well in the labour market. From 2008 to 2018, the
rate of female employment has remained far below that of men. During this decade, the
employment rate of women has improved by 5.8%, whereas the male employment rate
has increased by 15.1 percentage points. On the other hand, finding a job is still much
easier for men than for women. Female unemployment rates are always twice as high as
male unemployment rates. The high female unemployment rate also reflects an increasing
number of women seeking jobs in the labour market [37,40].

In Iran, economic growth and employment have had a puzzling relationship over
the years. Despite the steady growth in real non-oil GDP between 2008 and 2018, net
employment has remained almost stagnant. In other words, the relatively high non-oil
growth could not provide jobs in the labour market. In the meantime, two important factors
have had an impact on Iran’s economic growth and labour market outcomes. First, in 2011
the subsidy reform in the domestic petroleum sector reduced the significant inefficiencies
and the misallocation of resources in the economy. This allowed greater sales of petroleum
abroad at a time of record-high oil prices. This stimulated GDP growth. Second, the
imposition of severe sanctions in mid-2012 caused high inflation and a sharp decline in
economic activities and FDI inflow. The subsequent contraction in businesses further
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constrained job creation. The employment of women seemed to suffer more from the
severe sanctions. While the financial sector, which is primarily male dominated, expanded
after the imposition of sanctions, the service sector, where women mostly work, shrank.

FLFP in Iran is very sensitive to economic structural changes due to high and persis-
tent sectoral and occupational gender segregation in employment. The findings of previous
studies on female unemployment show that economic structure and occupational gender
segregation are the main factors blocking women’s access to the labour market [41–44].
Along with occupational segregation, other social factors restrict the jobs deemed appropri-
ate for women. Reservation working conditions (acceptable working environment) and
refusing to work in jobs they consider beneath them (reservation prestige affect) have an
impact on women’s distribution among occupational categories [45]. These social norms
are evolving in Iran, but their slow adjustment has restrained the speed at which the FLFP
has been able to increase. Table 1 depicts occupational distribution by broad occupational
categories and gender in 2008 and 2018.

Table 1. Major occupations by gender (%)—2008 and 2018.

9 Broad Occupational Categories Total Male Female

2008 2018 2008 2018 2008 2018

1. Legislators, Senior Officials, and Managers 2.8 3 3 2.9 2 3.1
2. Professionals 7.9 10.1 5.4 6.7 18.7 25.2
3. Technicians and Associate Professionals 4.6 5.7 4.7 5.2 4.3 7.6
4. Clerical and Administrative Workers 4.8 3.8 4.4 3.3 6.3 5.8
5. Service Workers and Shop and Market
Sales Workers 12.7 15.9 13.9 16.6 7.5 12.5

6. Skilled Workers in the Agriculture, Forestry,
and Fisheries Sector 18.9 13.8 16.9 13.2 27.9 16.3

7. Crafts and Related Trade Workers 19.7 19.5 18.5 19.3 25.2 20.7
8. Machine Operators, Assemblers, and Drivers 11.3 12.4 13.7 14.8 0.6 1.4
9. Labourers 14.9 13.7 16.6 15.1 7.3 7.2
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: HEIS, 2008–2018. Statistical Center of Iran (SCI).

The distribution of women across occupational categories changed between 2008 and
2018. More than two-thirds of employed women were in three occupational categories in
both years but with differing proportions: (1) professionals, (2) crafts and related trade
workers, and (3) agricultural workers (Table 1). However, the occupational distribution
of employed men shows a more balanced distribution among occupational categories.
The change in women’s distribution from 2008 to 2018 is associated with the decline in
agricultural employment and the increase in the supply of educated women. In 2008,
skilled agricultural workers constituted a large share of women’s employment (27.9%).
A noticeable rise in female education levels meant that more women were seeking and
getting better jobs in the formal sector. The result was an increase in the proportion of
women in the category of professionals, which became the largest category in which women
worked in 2018 (25.2%).

The concentration of women in a limited number of occupations negatively affected
women’s income and status. It resulted in many joining the ranks of the unemployed or
dropping out of the official labour force due to the crowding-out effect and the discouraged
worker effect [46,47].

The relative shortage of high-skilled job opportunities in the labour market led to
better-educated women taking up lower-skilled jobs. Thus, pushing less educated women
out of the job market is reflected in the distribution of women in occupational categories.

4. Data, Methodology, and the Model of the Empirical Study

This section presents details about the data source and the model used to conduct
the empirical study. The Household Expenditure and Income Surveys (HEISs) have been
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conducted annually by the Statistical Center of Iran since 1963 in rural areas and since
1968 in urban areas. The surveys include information concerning demographics, assets,
expenditure, and income. These surveys are nationally representative samples, with a
new sample drawn from the population each year. The present study uses the cross-
sectional data set for two specific years—2008 and 2018—and it is not a panel data set that
traces individual households and individuals over time. The survey data were obtained
electronically from the official website of the Statistical Center of Iran.

The 2008 and 2018 survey reports provide data for 22,666 and 39,894 households,
respectively. Although HEIS includes data for all ages, we constructed a separate data set
for ages 15 to 60 years (the latter is the full-benefit retirement age in Iran’s social insurance
system run by its Social Security Organisation). The summary statistics of the dependent
and independent variables used in the econometric model are provided in Table 2. The
descriptive statistics show that while the Iranian female labour force expanded by 1%, the
number of those who dropped out of the labour market declined by 1% too. There are also
differences in observed characteristics across time.

Table 2. Microlevel descriptive statistic of women in sample data (%) by variables in 2008–2018.

Variables 2008 2018 ∆

Total observation (number) 42,955 43,481 526
Labour force 18.94 20.02 1.08
Out of LF 81.06 79.98 −1.08
Age
15–20 23.37 13.06 −10.31
21–30 30.08 27.08 −3
31–40 20.36 25.37 5.01
41–50 15.43 19.56 4.13
51–60 10.76 14.93 4.17
Education
Literate without diploma 3.02 5.26 2.24
Primary school 38.64 30.71 −7.93
Junior high school 46.01 23.47 −22.54
12 years diploma 1.21 23.02 21.81
University level 11.12 17.54 6.42
Marital status
Married 62.19 68.09 5.9
Single/divorce/widow(er) 50.28 31.91 −18.37
Area of residence
Urban 49.72 51.46 1.74
Rural 50.28 48.54 −1.74
Number of children =< 6
No child 76.17 75.88 −0.29
1–2 children 22.18 23.67 1.49
More than 2 1.66 0.46 −1.2
Number of children =>18 female
No child 82.55 87.00 4.45
1–2 children 15.56 12.41 −3.15
More than 2 1.88 0.56 −1.32
Number of children =>18 male
No child 78.56 80.50 1.94
1–2 children 18.01 18.26 0.25
More than 2 3.40 1.23 −2.17
Number of members above 60
No member 97.60 99.05 1.45
1 member 2.26 0.86 −1.4
2 members 0.14 0.09 −0.05
Husband’s education
1–12 years of schooling 87.85 86.80 −1.05
University level 12.15 13.20 1.05
Family structure
Nuclear 80.13 78.02 −2.11
Extended 19.87 21.98 2.11
Average husband’s income + nonlabour income 9.758 2.0288 −7.7292

Source: HEIS, 2008–2018. Authors’ calculation.
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4.1. Analytic Strategy

In the study of FLFP, where the variables are explained with binary or categorical
values, the linear probability model is suggested, and it is easy to interpret. However, the
linear probability model is suffering from some issues: (i) It can predict probability that
is negative or larger than one. (ii) A unit change in a regressor can induce an increase
or decrease in probability larger than 1. (iii) A change in one unit in one regressor has
a constant effect. (iv) The true relationship between a binary outcome and a continuous
explanatory variable is inherently nonlinear. This means that the functional form of the
LPM is generally not correctly specified, which can lead to biased estimates of some
parameters of interest. The insufficiency of the linear probability model suggests that
nonlinear specification may be more appropriate. Therefore, the logit model used in the
empirical analysis identifies factors affecting female labour force participation decisions.
The primary advantage of the logit model is that the probability of occurrence increases
with “x” but never steps outside the 0–1 interval. The relationship between the variables
is nonlinear.

Generally, the logistic regression model calculates the probability of one of two cate-
gories in the data set. For the logit model, Pi is determined based on the logit distribution:

p
i=F(X′i ,a)=

exp (X′i ,a)

1+exp (X′i ,a)

(1)

where Pi denotes the probability that individual i participates in the labour force, a is
a regression coefficient, and Xi

′ is a vector of individual characteristics containing the
following variables: (1) demographic and human capital characteristics, such as age,
education, and area of residence; (2) gender division of care work (unpaid work) measured
by marriage, number of children below age 6, and number of elderly in the household;
(3) gender norms and attitudes measured by husband’s education level and family type;
and (4) husband’s income, other non-labour income, and number of adult children in the
household used to measure household conditions. The model parameters are estimated
through the method of maximum likelihood.

4.2. Variables

The predicted variable, female labour force participation (FLFP), is a dummy variable
equal to 1 if the individual is in the labour force and 0 otherwise. In line with the theoretical
model, independent variables are categorised into four groups:

4.2.1. Demographic Variables

The age of the respondent is used to measure the impact of life cycle changes on
FLFP, and it is transformed into five categorical variables. Previous studies portray an
inverted U-shaped relationship between age and participation [41]. The region measures
urban–rural differences in FLFP. The place of residence is included as a dummy variable,
equal to 1 when the individual resides in an urban area and 0 when an individual resides
in a rural area, to reflect job opportunities and differences between regions.

Education is used to control the labour market qualifications. This variable is trans-
formed into categorical variables showing women’s level of education (diploma): 1 = at least
completed primary school, 2 = at least completed junior high school, 3 = at least completed
12 years of schooling (high school diploma), and 4 = at least completed some university
degree course.

4.2.2. Gender Division of Care Task

Marital status, the number of children below age 6 (school age), and the number of household
members above 60 measure the impact of care tasks on FLFP. Because the number of divorced
or widowed persons was less than 100 in the observation, this variable is transformed into
a dummy variable: 1 = married and 0 = single/divorced/widow(er).
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The effect of marital status on FLFP shows the impact of the gender division of care
tasks in the household on the FLFP level. It might also capture the change in social attitudes
towards working women and the hierarchy of power between the couple.

4.2.3. Gender Norms and Attitudes

HEIS data in Iran are limited in finding a variable that can capture social norms and
attitudes. According to the results of the World Values Survey in Iran (2017–2020), the
disaggregation of respondents by sex and level of education with those survey equations
measuring the perception of society of working women, such as “men make better business
executives than women”, “being a housewife is just as fulfilling”, “preschool child suffers
from working mother”, and belief in “gender equality in job” indicates that the stigma
associated with being a working woman decreases as men’s education increases.

The extant literature also suggests using the “husband’s” education as a measure of
gender norms and attitudes towards working women and the level of traditionalism. It
is argued that in countries with stronger social stigma associated with being a working
woman, the relationship between the husband’s education level and FLFP is negative, par-
ticularly among the more educated groups [2,22]. The partner’s education level is measured
in two categories: 1–12 years of schooling = 0, university level = 1.

The second variable to estimate the effect of gender norms and attitudes is the family
structure (extended or nuclear family). We expected that traditional households were more
often extended. Women living in extended families may have less motivation to enter the
labour market due to the internalised traditional family roles. It may be that the husband or
other family members have a strong voice in participation decisions [22]. Family structure
is a dummy variable equal to 0 when the family members are more than the couple and
their children (extended) and 1 when it is a nuclear family.

4.2.4. Household Income

In line with the neoclassical theory of labour supply, household condition (husband’s
income + non-labour income) is added to the model as a variable to measure the impact of
household financial condition on female labour force participation [1]. As a proxy for the
potential household member who can be available in the labour force and generate income,
the numbers of adult female and male members (above age 18) are included in this model [18].

5. Empirical Findings

The estimation result generated by Equation (1) is reported in Table 3. The findings
reveal that although there has been no significant rise in FLFP in the past decade in Iran,
change in social norms and attitudes towards women’s status in society and the household
is undeniable. The effect of these changes appears in the sign and size of coefficients.

The findings show that the coefficients of age categories are significant across both
periods but with a relatively smaller coefficient size for 2018. Age tends to increase the
chances of a woman’s participation in the labour market; this increase is steady until
age 51–60. It may be a consequence of the sharp decline in fertility and the increasing
number of divorced women. Women belonging to the 15- to 20-year age group are less
likely to participate in the labour market. This may reflect the shifts in attitudes towards
girls’ university education. WVS data show that 44% of the respondents in 2005 and 52%
in 2017 disagreed that university education is more important for boys than girls. Middle-
aged postrevolutionary women baby boomers (early 1980s) are more likely to participate
in the labour market.

The average age at which women give birth in Iran ranges between 28 and 30 in urban
areas and between 23 and 28 in rural areas. Thus, when women get to their mid-30s and
mid-40s, their children are of school age. This allows such women the flexibility of time
towards market production. Furthermore, families need more resources to invest in the
education of children. Here, the age indicator does not depict the inverted-U relationship
for both years, 2008 and 2018.
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Table 3. Logistic models of women’s LFP.

VARIABLES 2008 2018

Dependent Variable: FLFP Coefficients Coefficients

Demographic and human capital variables
Age (base: 15–20)
21–30 1.095 *** 0.543 *

(0.206) (0.318)
31–40 1.765 *** 0.962 ***

(0.204) (0.318)
41–50 2.310 *** 1.412 ***

(0.207) (0.318)
51–60 2.714 *** 1.710 ***

(0.211) (0.321)
Education (base: literate without diploma)
Primary school 0.888 *** 0.566 ***

(0.296) (0.0854)
Junior high school 0.668 ** −0.0248

(0.298) (0.101)
12 years diploma 3.315 *** 0.155

(0.367) (0.106)
University 3.399 *** 1.725 ***

(0.306) (0.116)
Area of residence (base: rural)
Urban −1.844 *** −1.618 ***

(0.0471) (0.0567)
Gender role variables
Marital status (base: single/widow/divorce)
Married −0.497 *** 0.730 ***

(0.108) (0.101)
Number of children =<6 −0.218 *** −0.174 ***

(0.0280) (0.0443)
Number of household members >60 −0.721 *** −0.385

(0.177) (0.297)
Social and cultural values variables
Partner’s education (base: 1–12 years of schooling)
University degree 0.0077 0.378 ***

(0.0654) (0.0794)
Family type (base: extended family)
Nuclear family 0.364 *** 0.639 ***

(0.0591) (0.0653)
Household financial status variable
Husband’s income + non-labour income −0.00618 * 0.188 ***

(0.00324) (0.00339)
Number of female children >18 −0.333 *** 0.0863

(0.0443) (0.0696)
Number of male children >18 −0.424 *** −0.0830

(0.0383) (0.0637)
Constant −2.067 *** −3.414 ***

(0.379) (0.347)
Observations 18,594 22,478

Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

In line with the FLFP literature in MENA countries and Iran, women’s university
education continued to play a significant role in determining FLFP in 2018. Although the
coefficient of university education implies that education is a strong determinant of FLFP,
our findings and coefficient size show that the importance of this factor diminished in
comparison with 2008. A woman with a university degree, all else being equal, is predicted
as having a 79% chance of participating in the labour market (probability = 1 / (1 + exp(−x))
= 1 / (1 + exp(−1.332)) in 2008. However, this probability decreased up to 15% in 2018.
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The reduction in the positive effect of education on FLFP is large. It almost completely
cancels the effect of a modest reduction in the social stigma associated with being a working
woman, as WVS data suggest.

Residence in urban areas appeared to have reduced a female’s probability of partic-
ipation in both 2008 and 2018. Esfahani and Shajari [25] and Majbouri [28] also found
that residing in rural areas marginally increases the chances of FLFP. If a woman has a
university education and lives in an urban area, these two effects almost cancelled each
other out in 2018. In contrast, residence in rural areas increases women’s involvement in
the labour force, which is likely the result of having greater access to extended families
for childcare. Additionally, women may have a lower level of reservation prestige for
taking jobs in rural areas because many businesses employing women tend to be family or
acquaintance based. Transportation costs are often modest in rural areas.

Many educated urban women choose to remain at home. High childcare costs and
transportation costs increase the reservation wage of urban women. In some areas, the
labour market environment is not very palatable due to sexual harassment and the avail-
ability of few high-paid jobs.

The findings of previous studies of Iran suggest a strong negative relationship between
marital status and women’s labour market involvement. Although in 2008 results marriage
appears to be in the same line with the literature, the effect of marriage is significantly
positive in 2018. This may be due to a decrease in the social stigma associated with being a
working married woman or changing household conditions (changes in family income).
By 2018, the economic hardship brought about by the severe sanctions imposed on Iran
had resulted in married women in Iran being pushed to work to help the family to survive.

There is an inverse relationship between FLFP and the number of children younger
than 6 in 2008 and 2018, although the coefficient is smaller in 2018. In alignment with our
results, Esfahani [25] also found the negative impact of a child’s age on FLFP mitigated
when children grow above 6 years of age. A larger number of elderly household members
served to decrease women’s labour market involvement in 2008, but by 2018, this effect
was insignificant but still negative in sign. Overall, an increase in the number of children
below age 6 and the number of elderly push up household care costs and restrict women’s
labour market involvement. In our case, although the increasing care cost of children
restricts women’s participation in the labour force, this restrictive effect is weaker in 2018
than in 2008.

The husband’s education level is included in the model to capture gender norms and
attitudes towards women. The WVS data offer evidence that supports the finding that
gender norms and attitudes towards women are changing, which in turn helps to explain
the puzzling effect of marriage and care costs. The estimates show that women with more
educated husbands are more likely to participate in the labour force in both years, but only
the 2018 estimate is significant. Thus, according to the finding, having a working wife is
not a problem, which negatively reflects on the ability of an educated man to be able to
provide for the family. Disaggregated WVS data by education level and sex also suggest
a negative relationship between the husband’s education level and the social stigma of
having a wife who is a working woman. As the education level of men increases, the share
of respondents who agree with the statement “When jobs are scarce, men should have
the priority” decreases in both survey years, 2005 and 2017. The share of better-educated
men who agree with the above statement was the lowest ever in both the 2005 and 2017
surveys. Analysis of married respondents also reveals that as the education level increases,
the proportion of respondents who agree with the above statement decreases.

Women’s labour market attachment is closely related to household conditions, espe-
cially in developing countries. Improvement in the husband’s income (or other household
income) or increase in the number of income earners in the household tends to decrease
women’s labour market involvement. The findings of the present study support this
relationship. Additionally, the relationship is even stronger in 2018.
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The number of additional potential income earners, the number of male and female
children above age 18 in the household, is not significant in 2018. This may be a result of
increased years of schooling for young children and high youth unemployment. Hence,
there is no increase in the number of income earners in the household. Our findings are in
the opposite direction with Majbouri’s [29] results. His studies indicate that the presence
of an adult female in the household increases the likelihood of women working by about
3%. In contrast, the presence of adult males has a negative impact on FLFP.

To summarise, empirical findings for 2 different years, 2008 and 2018, provide evidence
that although the shift in gender norms and attitudes towards a more gender-equal society
in Iran did not increase the FLFP rate, it affects the relationship and size of the FLFP’s
determinants.

6. Discussion, Conclusions, and Policy Suggestions

Since 2008, there has been a significant improvement in closing the education gap
(SDG4) between men and women and improving society’s health conditions (SDG3),
particularly those of women in Iran. These are two essential United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals to empower women. However, despite the satisfactory development
of the factors that are key determinants of FLFP, the level of participation of females in
the labour force has continued to lag. Women’s presence as representatives in public
institutions also continues to be relatively low. The progress in FLFP is a matter of social
and economic justice (SDG5) and positively contributes to the sustainable economic growth
of a country (SDG8). The major challenges to achieving these goals in Iran remain solid,
and they improve moderately and insufficiently to attain sustainable goals.

Most Iranian women do not have a solid attachment to the labour force. This can be
observed in the relationship between female education level and FLFP. Female education
and labour force participation often have a U-shaped relationship: FLFP is higher in lower
levels of education, lower in middle-level education, and higher again in the highest-level
(university) education [1]. This relationship was not U-shaped in 2008 in Iran, but it turned
U-shaped in 2018. The 2018 estimations show that education level is not a determinant of
FLFP, except for the lowest (primary school) and the highest (tertiary) education levels.
The female education and FLFP relationship acquired a shallow U-shape, reflecting the
decrease in primary and tertiary education coefficient size.

Age has continued to be the determinant of female participation both in 2008 and 2018.
It also reflects the longer stay of women in education and the increase in the average age
at which women give birth. By 2018, the decline in incomes in Iran certainly encouraged
women to seek employment and overcome social barriers to maintain the level of household
consumption that had previously been the norm for the family.

The estimations of the variables used to capture the effect of gender norms and
attitudes towards working women and the gender division of care work depict the nature
of gender relations in the Iranian labour market. They reveal the change in gender relations
in the 10 years between 2008 and 2018.

Being married women, all else being equal, is predicted as reducing a 7% chance of
participating in the labour market (probability = 1/(1 + exp(−2.564)) in 2008. However,
this probability increased women’s involvement in the labour force in 2018 by 6%. It is
hard to jump to the conclusion that the gender division of care work has shifted towards a
more gender-balanced division. Still, this result reflects the change in a woman’s role in the
family, and therefore in society, as a care provider, which shapes women’s level and type of
labour market involvement.

In addition, the number of elderly in the household was no longer a restriction on
women’s participation in the labour force. The number of children below age 6 was still
a significantly negative determinant of women’s involvement but became less effective
(smaller coefficient size).

The variable used to capture gender norms and attitudes towards working women,
the husband’s education level, provides interesting evidence. It increased the probability of
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being in the labour force by 4% in 2018. This result points to a reduction in the strength of
the social stigma associated with being a working woman. WVS data also provide evidence
supporting this finding.

It is possible to conclude that although the social stigma associated with being a
working woman, married or not, is losing its strength, the caregiver role of women is
pervasive and persistent. The explanation of this situation could be that women may
also be considering their well-being when making a choice. Thinking of their well-being,
women may decide not to participate in the labour force to avoid the double burden of
paid and unpaid work. The estimated relationship between the type of family and FLFP
shows that women living in nuclear families are more likely to participate in the labour
force than women in extended families. Women in nuclear families may have the chance to
have less care work, but this is not possible in an extended family where there is elderly
adult to be cared.

In addition, due to the limited return of the jobs deemed appropriate for women
according to gender norms, women, better-educated women in particular, tend to choose
not to participate.

The number of additional potential income earners, the number of male and female
children above age 18 in the household, was not significant in 2018. This may be a result of
increased years of schooling for young children and high youth unemployment. Hence,
there is no increase in the number of income earners in the household.

To summarise, empirical findings for two different years, 2008 and 2018, provide
evidence that gender norms and attitudes towards women are in a transition in Iran.
Despite the shift in gender norms and attitudes towards a more gender-equal society,
Iran’s gender regime is neo-patriarchal due to the political system and the government’s
development strategies. That causes the FLFP rate to remain stagnant at a very low level.

Acknowledging the large and expanding informal economy in Iran [38], the large
female employment share in informal employment [48,49], and differences in the driving
forces of FLFP, it is possible to suggest gender norms and attitudes towards women as the
main determinants of women’s employment in the economy.

6.1. Policy Suggestions/Entry Points

There are possible and proven actions to create economic opportunities for women
and accelerate progress towards achieving SDGs. While the concept of gender equality
and government responsibility towards it is universal, the effectiveness of solutions differs
across countries based on their legal, cultural, institutional, and development levels. Some
of these solutions are easy to implement and cost-effective, but new resources and effective
leadership are needed for many other interventions.

This study has focused on improving some primary drivers to expand women’s
economic empowerment, given the range of possible suggestions.

6.1.1. Promotion of Entrepreneurship

As mentioned earlier, women’s enrolment in higher education had significant growth
in recent years. Since the Iranian labour market cannot provide enough employment
opportunities to the majority of these educated women, women’s entrepreneurship can
be considered one factor contributing to women’s increasing participation. Despite all
improvements in the last decade, entrepreneurs in Iran, regardless of gender, face many
challenges, such as government domination and intervention, sanctions, restricted trade
policy, and business laws. However, women, due to gender inequality and social stereotype,
tend to face more challenges. The entrepreneurial activity rate of women in Iran is 9.9
versus the corresponding rate of 16.2 for men [50]. Specific policies, such as streamlining
the process of obtaining permits and reducing its costs, gaining better access to credit,
reducing government controls over credit allocation, and reducing uncertainty as well
as change in social stereotype, broad network, and family support would encourage and
facilitate entrepreneurship among educated women.
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Fortunately, since 2017, a program to support the development and sustainable em-
ployment in the rural area has been implemented in Iran, providing better access to credits
and helping many rural women to be entrepreneurs in agriculture and non-agriculture
parts. This program helps to reduce female unemployment rate in rural areas compared
with urban women (7.8 per cent vs. 21 per cent, respectively, SCI, 2018).

6.1.2. Tackling the Gender Norms and Attitudes

Suggesting gender norms and attitudes towards women as the causes of the stagnating
FLFP level might look like entering a dead-end street or turning policy suggestions into
a policy issue. However, it provides entry points to tackle the stagnating FLFP level and
further transform gender norms and attitudes towards women.

Any significant change in gender norms and attitudes will take a long time, but until
then, there may be a substantial scope to make daily public spaces more women friendly to
ease practical constraints on their daily lives. Challenging the gender division of public
places and creating more women-friendly public spaces by improving transportation or
market places that meet the concerns and needs of women, even the most conservative
ones, is important. Exposure to women in public spaces can increase their access to labour
market information.

Involving children and adolescents of both sexes in the process of breaking discrim-
inatory social norms passed down across generations is another effective strategy. The
positive results of the Equity Movement in Schools program in India, Ethiopia, and Kenya
are a successful example of norm changing [51].

The social norms and gender gap in LFP can be narrowed through vocational training
to encourage women to enter male-dominated industries. Providing women-friendly,
affordable, and practically useful training programs relevant to the labour market demands
has shown positive results in developing countries [52].

6.1.3. Eliminating Discriminatory Law and Gap in Legal Protection

Society’s expectations for gender roles are shaped by law. Hence, removing legal
barriers is essential to promoting equal opportunities, treatment, and protection for women
in the labour market. Eliminating restrictions on women’s ability to get employment
opportunities without husbands’ permission, providing maternity and paternity leave, and
ensuring gender equality in social protection benefits must be considered.

6.1.4. Redistributing Unpaid Work and Care

Investment in the redistribution of unpaid work has significant long-term benefits for
women’s economic empowerment, families, and the economy. Although gender division
in unpaid work mainly depends on social norms and happens at the household level,
government policy and private sector actions can play important roles. Local authorities
should support easing the burden of childcare and elderly care by providing care services,
mainly for children below age 6 and for the elderly.

6.1.5. The Evolution of Women’s Role in the Labour Force and the Achievement of SDGs

The conditions affecting Iranian women’s role in the country’s labour force have
steadily evolved over the 10 years covered in this study. While the progress towards
full integration into the labour force, which is envisioned by SDG5 and SDG8, has been
restrained by society’s cultural and social norms along with discriminatory political forces,
the conditions for substantial changes in the near future are evident. This study has empiri-
cally quantified these underlying changes that are affecting the labour force participation of
women. The direction of these forces is pointing towards the increased future participation
of women in the economic and social life of the country. These achievements have been
clearly identified as key elements for the realisation of the social development goals as set
out by the United Nations (2030 Agenda).
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National studies and an ILO 2018 report point to a large informal sector in Iran and a
significant presence of women in the informal sector [53]. This study and most studies on
Iran’s FLFP and employment suffer from undertaking women in slum areas, new rural–
urban migrants, and self-employed or family workers. Further study is needed to provide
a comprehensive picture of the position of Iranian women in the labour market.
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